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Membership Retention Committee


“FINDING THE LONG-TIMERS”
 


An informal survey in SLAA was started in 2000 by a committee charged by the ABM (Annual Business Meeting) to see what could be learned about why some people with a long time in SLAA stay and others leave.  The hope was that we could discover some ways to encourage long-timers in SLAA to stick around and continue sharing their experience, strength, and hope with those who have less time in recovery.  The committee named itself the Membership Retention Committee (MRC).

The Problem:  Most of those working on this first survey knew that AA and other 12 Step groups have a similar pattern.  Some of the long-timers continue to come to meetings regularly, often dropping back to 1-2 regular meetings a week.  Some members stop coming to meetings altogether, and although some of these folks return to their addictive patterns, many others do not.  They seem to have constructed a private and social life that supports that individual’s sobriety in ways that may be similar to how the 12 Step groups support it for many others.  

The majority of long-timers in AA become episodic “regulars”.  They will come to only occasional meetings for several months or a year or two, often maintaining friendships with people still active in the meetings.  Then they will bring in a newcomer, or connect with someone relatively new in the program, and they will again attend meetings regularly for several months.  Some long-timers go to one meeting a year just to recognize their length of sobriety, and to express gratitude for sober lives.  

The advice is frequently repeated in AA to continue to go to meetings, and members are warned even more frequently that everyone who goes into relapse stops going to meetings first.  This statement is probably true for about 80% or more of those who relapse, but the implication that relapse is nearly inevitable if one stops going to meetings is not nearly as certain.  The truth is, that when people relapse, they stop going to meetings, and when many people cease going to meetings, it is sometimes for reasons such as work load, child care problems, and meeting “burnout”, only sometimes as resistance to sobriety.  We do not really know what happens to the many people who come to one or a few or many SLAA meetings and then stop coming.  The purpose of the Membership Retention Committee is to find out why those who come to many meetings stop coming.

Designing the survey:  There are three basic issues for any survey.  One is what questions to ask, and how to ask them so that the answers will be clearly understood.  The second is how to contact the people who will be asked to complete it, and finally, is deciding how well the group that does respond represents the larger group as a whole.  The Survey 2000 basically sidestepped those last two questions, because we really didn’t know how to answer either one.  But it seemed valuable to try to get some information, regardless of how representative the information would later prove to be. As for the questions, they were very simple:

1. How long have you been a member of SLAA, and how long is your self-defined sobriety?

2. What service have you done?

3. What kinds of meetings do you like?

4. What kinds of meetings or things about meetings don’t you like?

5. Why do you stay?

A special problem for surveys in 12 Step recovery programs is the anonymity tradition.  Alcoholics Anonymous has done several surveys of its membership by asking groups registered with the World Service Office to survey all the members attending a meeting that particular week to fill out a survey.  Of course, because many people go to more than one meeting of AA per week, members are asked to do only one survey each.  In this way, AA has gathered some basic information about who is in AA, how they got there, and the patterns of meeting attendance. 

This first Survey-2000 of SLAA members had a tiny budget- just enough for a couple of conference calls for the MRC members to “meet” electronically, and very little else.  So the first questions were posted on the internet, and were sent to inter-groups, asking them to duplicate the forms for the survey and to collect as many as they could.

The original strategy of using just a few, open-ended questions was a smart thing to do.  When people take the trouble to express something without a lot of suggestions about what it might be, the results are generally more true, and less likely to change over time, than questions that provide simple choices to check off.  We can rely on the results of this first survey, even if we don’t know how well the answers would match with what we would get if we could get everyone in SLAA to complete one.

So here is what we got:  The first batch of surveys added up to 95.  Eighty-four of those identified where they were from.  So we know that the survey represents members from 21 different states in the US, as well as members from Germany, the Netherlands, and Canada.  A few people said they were primarily members through the internet.

To analyze information from open-ended questions, you first have to decide  how to “code” them.  For example, if we ask what qualities of meetings are most valued, it is likely that no two answers will be worded exactly alike.  So we have to read all the surveys, and get a sense of which answers are similar to each other, or mean the same thing, and which are different.  If they are different, they get different codes.

When things get counted up, like with any survey, the answers that are most common get the most weight, but with open-ended questions, sometimes you get unique responses that seem very important.  We paid attention to those, as well as to the differences between people with less sobriety, say 2 years, compared with those who had more.  

So, did we get some information that is useful, and any that is really interesting?  The answer to both questions is a resounding “Yes!”  Not only did we get answers that are helping us design a more specific survey, but we got some very interesting answers that we would not have predicted – or maybe wouldn’t have dared to ask!!

The next FWS Newsletters will have articles telling you more about what we found out from the surveys. We will tell you how many of the people who sent in the survey really get sobriety right away (probably more than you think!), what the average time is in SLAA before getting sober (perhaps more than you think!) and what people have to say, good and bad, about meetings.  We hope these articles will raise some important issues that at least some groups will want to discuss, and others will recognize as the source of their success in supporting individual sobriety and growing as a group.

